Cancer screening--benefits, harms and making an informed choice.
Screening is a two edged sword, with potential benefits and harms. Despite professional and public enthusiasm for cancer screening there are substantial harms, and increasing evidence that it is not always a good idea to detect cancer early. On the other side, the benefits of cancer screening are quite rare and have been oversold. This article discusses the potential harms of cancer screening and evidence for the benefits. Well recognised harms include the psychological and physical harms of false positive and false negative tests. More recent research is uncovering what may turn out to be the biggest downside of cancer screening; the potential to uncover clinically irrelevant disease (pseudo-disease) and therefore harm from unnecessary treatment.